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County Agent’s Notes

April 17, 2000

Mulch plants with good quality materials.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
As we receive requests for help with plant problems we see many different situations,
with some originating from “biotic” causes in which the plant is being damaged by a disease
organism such as a fungus or a bacterial infection. Others are being damaged by “abiotic”
causes such as drought, over-watering and over-fertilization. Another abiotic cause for some
problems is that of being mulched with poor quality material.
Diagnosis of a problem connected with bad mulching material can be very difficult
because symptoms may resemble those caused by drought, chemical injury, or fertilizer burn.
When these and other possibilities are eliminated we often find that poorly composted or “sour”
mulch has been used.
Mulching landscape and garden plants with shredded wood, bark, straw, or sawdust can
be very good for plants in several ways. Mulch helps conserve moisture, and helps suppress the
growth of weeds. These materials are fine as long as they are composted properly, and correctly
applied to the plants. Mulch should not be applied in a layer too thick, and direct contact with
plant stems should be avoided; this is especially true with tender bedding plants. When the
mulching material is not properly composted, it can sour and become toxic to landscape plants
and lawn grasses.

Plant damage from sour mulch results from the production of alcohols, methane,
ammonia, and other chemicals as the materials decompose. Symptoms may appear quickly
following the application of the mulch, or they may only appear after weather conditions cause
the material to begin decomposing. These toxic chemicals are often generated in large stacks of
these materials at lumber mills and compost manufacturers. The only way to avoid the
development of these products is to turn the material periodically, thereby providing plenty of
oxygen to the breakdown process. Hardwood bark is especially prone to the problem of souring,
however pine bark can be used without composting.
Most compost producers are concerned with providing a good quality product, and are
careful to make sure the material is fully composted. Most of the problems result from using
materials that are really not intended for use as mulch. For example, shredded sawmill waste and
wood that has been chipped during right-of-way clearing are often used as mulch. These
materials are usually free for the asking and can be used as mulch, but they should first be
allowed to decompose.
Good quality mulching material will smell good, very much like garden soil. Sour mulch
may smell like vinegar, ammonia, or silage; it is very acidic with pH commonly running from
2.0 to 3.0, unlike good mulch which will have pH readings much like good soil, in the 6.0 to 7.0
range. About the only commonly used mulching material that can be used fresh is pine straw or
pine bark, since it contains only very small amounts of sugar and cellulose which can lead to
souring.
I can hear some of you saying “now you tell me”, but chances are you will get away with
using some fresh mulch as long as you keep it very shallow and well drained. Don’t pile it up
around your plants. The best thing is to bring it home and pile it up for a year or more before

using. Toss in all of your lawn clippings as well, and next year you can use it any way you like.
Your plants will thank you.
I have discussed this problem with a number of you as you have brought in your sickened
plants, but I have not previously written about this. Much of the information I have given here
originated with Dr. Mary Hansen of the Virginia Cooperative Extension Service to whom I must
give due credit. If you would like to have mulch checked for pH, bring a sample to the MSU
Extension Service Office. We are located at the Attala Fairgrounds; our phone number is
.

